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REMARKS 

OF 

HON.  GEORGE  A.  DONDERO 


Mr.  DONDERO.  Mr.  Speaker,  under 
leave  to  extend  my  remarks  in  the  Rec- 
ord, I include  an  article  which  appeared 
in  the  American  Legion  magazine  of 
February  1941,  written  by  my  good  friend, 
King  V.  Hostick,  a Lincoln  student  and 
writer. 

The  article  follows: 

EVEN  IN  DEATH  THEY  WOULD  NOT  LET  ABRAHAM 
LINCOLN  REST 

(By  King  V.  Hostick) 

Criminal  annals  record  few  exploits  as  bi- 
zarre as  the  plot  thwarted  by  Secret  Service 
agents  of  the  U".ited  States  Government  62 
years  ago  when  they  prevented  the  attempted 
theft  of  the  body  of  Abraham  Lincoln  from 
its  tomb  in  the  outskirts  of  Springfield,  the 
capital  city  of  Illinois, 

The  daring  plan  to  spirit  away  the  body 
of  the  sixteenth  President  of  the  United 
States  in  June  1876  was  conceived  by  a gang 
of  counterfeiters,  headed  by  one  “Big  Jim” 
Kinealy.  Their  purpose  was  twofold — collec- 
tion of  a fat  ransom  for  return  of  the  body 
and  the  release  from  prison  of  a previously 
captured  member  of  the  gang  whose  skill  as 
an  engraver  was  sorely  needed  to  continue 
successfully  their  illegal  operations. 

For  many  years  “Big  Jim”  and  his  satellites 
had  plied  a profitable  business  in  the  manu- 
facture and  passing  of  spurious  currency. 
Counterfeit  bills,  known  to  be  the  handiwork 
of  this  gang,  had  appeared  throughout  the 
entire  country.  “Big  Jim’s”  cleverness  and 
luck  eluded  every  effort  to  apprehend  him 
and  his  accomplices  while  the  financial  re- 
turns from  their  depredations  reached  rich 
proportions. 

All  went  well  until  the  arm  of  the  law 
managed  to  reach  out  and  gather  in  a single 
member  of  the  gang;  and  ironically  enough, 
the  most  indispensable  of  all.  It  was  Ben 
Boyd,  the  master  engraver,  whom  the  Gov- 
ernment collared  and  put  safely  behind 
prison  bars  for  a long  term. 

With  this  engraver  gone,  “Big  Jim”  was 
seriously  handicapped.  He  combed  the  un- 
derworld for  someone  who  could  replace 
Boyd;  but  he  searched  in  vain.  Then  it  was 
decided  that  Boyd  must  be  released  from 
jail — but  how?  An  out-and-out  prison 
break  was  impracticable  since  it  involved  too 
great  a risk.  “Big  Jim”  realized  the  neces- 
sity of  a more  subtle  method  to  achieve  his 
ends. 

After  much  deliberation  Kinealy  had  a 
fantastic  inspiration.  The  gang  would  steal 
the  body  of  Abe  Lincoln  from  the  tomb 
where  it  had  lain  for  11  years.  With  the 
body  of  the  Great  Emancipator  in  their  pos- 
session, “Big  Jim”  sensed  it  would  be  a 
simple  matter  to  negotiate  with  the  Governor 
of  Illinois  for  both  a ransom  and  Boyd’s 
freedom 


During  the  month  of  March  1876  “Big  Jim” 
put  his  plan  into  action.  Taking  five  of  his 
cohorts,  he  quietly  left  their  Chicago  head- 
quarters and  went  to  Springfield  and  opened 
a saloon  and  dance  hall.  Kinealy  mas- 
queraded the  men  as  bartenders.  Soon  every- 
thing was  in  readiness.  That  this  first  at- 
tempt did  not  succeed  then  was  due  to  one 
of  the  gang  itself.  This  worthy,  his  tongue 
loosened  by  drink,  was  indiscreet  enough  to 
boast  to  a woman  acquaintance  that  he  was 
going  to  get  rich  quick.  He  even  went  on 
to  reveal  details.  He  would,  he  said,  be  out 
in  Oak  Ridge  Cemetery  on  a certain  night 
of  the  next  month  “stealing  Old  Abe’s  bones” 
and  later  burying  them  beneath  a bridge 
spanning  the  Sangamon  river  a few  miles 
north  of  Springfield. 

Be  it  said  to  her  credit,  the  woman  scur- 
ried to  the  local  police  with  the  story.  She 
also  confided  hei.  “secret”  to  several  of  the 
townspeople.  Quickly  the  news  spread  over 
the  entire  village.  The  townspeople  formed 
a vigilante  committee  on  the  spot  and  the 
conspirators  were  forced  to  abandon  all 
thought  of  carrying  out  their  project.  They 
lost  no  time  in  closing  shop  and  fleeing  from 
the  town. 

But  this  failure  did  not  discourage  the 
determination  of  “Big  Jim.”  It  merely  de- 
layed him  several  months. 

The  scene  now  shifted  to  Chicago  where 
“Big  Jim”  was  the  owner  of  a saloon,  and  it 
was  from  this  center  that  future  activities 
would  be  directed.  The  legitimate  business 
conducted  in  the  front  of  the  tavern  served 
to  cover  the  secret  meetings  in  a rear  room 
where  plans  were  discussed  for  a second  at- 
tempt to  rob  the  tomb. 

For  several  weeks  an  acknowledged  thief 
named  Lewis  C.  Swegles  had  been  loitering 
around  the  saloon,  bragging  of  being  “the 
boss  body  snatcher  of  Chicago.”  Swegles  as- 
serted frequently  and  proudly  that  he  was  the 
chief  source  of  supply  of  medical  schools 
seeking  cadavers  for  the  dissection  rooms. 
“Big  Jim”  listened  and  was  impressed. 
Swegles’  known  record  of  having  served  two 
terms  in  the  penitentiary  for  horse  stealing 
proved  an  additional  recommendation  and 
Kinealy  soon  took  him  into  the  gang  as  a 
valuable  assistant  for  the  work  in  hand. 

Finally  new  plans  were  perfected.  The 
gang  decided  to  break  into  the  tomb,  remove 
Lincoln’s  body  from  its  casket,  place  it  in  a 
huge  sack  and,  using  relays  of  horses,  carry 
it  to  the  sand  dunes  of  northern  Indiana. 
Here  the  desolate,  uninhabited  lake  shore 
T'ould  afford  an  ideal  spot  for  concealing  the 
former  President’s  body,  while  the  winds 
from  the  lake  would  quickly  obliterate  all 
traces  of  recent  activity  and  any  other  tell- 
tale evidence.  Another  part  of  the  plan  the 
gang  agreed  on  was  to  buy  a copy  of  a Lon- 
don newspaper,  from  which  a piece  would 
be  torn  and  purposely  left  on  the  floor  of 
the  tomb,  to  be  found  by  the  police.  Later 
It  would  play  an  important  part  when  a 
member  of  the  gang  approached  the  Governor 
bearing  as  credentials  the  rest  of  the  same 
paper.  “Big  Jim”  was  taking  no  chances  of 
some  other  crook  horning  in  to  demand  pay- 
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ment  when  the  news  of  the  crime  reached  the 
ears  of  a startled  world. 

After  completing  all  preliminary  plans, 
the  gang  again  set  off  for  Springfield.  Ar- 
rived there,  they  proceeded  immediately  to 
Oak  Ridge  Cemetery.  The  date  set  for  the 
“snatch”  was  November  7,  a clever  choice 
because  that  day  was  Presidential  election 
day,  and  most  of  the  townsfolk  out  that 
night  would  be  congregated  near  the  news- 
paper offices  and  downtown  saloons  to  hear 
election  returns. 

“Big  Jim”  and  his  men  reached  the  cem- 
etery without  challenge.  The  lock  of  the 
door  leading  into  the  tomb  was  soon  sawed 
away,  the  huge  marble  lid  of  the  sarcophagus 
shunted  aside  and  the  wooden  casket  par- 
tially lifted  out. 

Swegles  had  previously  secured  a team  of 
fast  horses  and  a wagon,  and  these  were  ready 
and  waiting  in  a nearby  secluded  spot.  After 
the  gang  succeeded  in  lifting  the  casket  part 
way  out  of  the  sarcophagus,  Swegles  was 
ordered  to  drive  the  wagon  nearer  the  tomb’s 
entrance.  Obediently  he  moved  off,  not  to 
get  the  horses,  however,  but  to  inform  eight 
detectives  stationed  in  a room  at  the  other 
end  of  the  tomb  that  the  moment  was  near. 
Swegles  had  been  masquerading,  too.  Actu- 
ally he  was  a reformed  criminal  now  in  the 
employ  of  the  police.  He  ran  around  the 
tomb  building  and  gave  the  agreed  signal  to 
the  waiting  detectives  by  striking  a match, 
lighting  up  a cigar  and  whispering,  "Wash.” 

With  drawn  weapons,  the  Secret  Service 
men  dashed  to  the  sarcophagus  and  called 
upon  the  ghouls  to  surrender,  only  to  dis- 
cover that  they  had  disappeared.  When 
Swegles  had  been  dispatched  for  the  horses 
and  wagon,  the  thieves  had  stepped  out  a few 
feet  into  the  nearby  woods.  Upon  seeing 
their  plot  discovered,  they  dashed  ftirther  In 
among  the  trees  and  escaped. 

Several  days  later  all  who  participated  in 
the  attempted  theft  were  captimed  in  Chicago, 
returned  to  Springfield  and  Imprisoned  to 
await  trial. 
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At  the  insistence  of  Abraham  Lincoln’s  only 
surviving  son,  Robert,  the  finest  legal  talent 
in  Chicago  was  retained  to  prepare  charges 
against  the  criminals.  These  attorneys  did 
their  best,  but  a technicality  worked  in  the 
counterfeiters’  favor.  There  was  no  law  on 
the  statute  book  of  the  State  of  Illinois  under 
which  the  gang  could  be  brought  to  trial  for 
the  actual  crime  which  had  been  committed — 
attempting  to  steal  a human  body.  If  the 
gang  had  stolen  the  coffin,  a charge  could 
have  been  laid  on  these  grounds— but  they 
hadn’t  succeeded  in  doing  even  that  since  the 
coffin  had  not  been  removed  from  inside  the 
tomb.  The  gravest  indictment  which  could 
be  drawn  against  them  was  conspiracy  to  steal 
a coffin  valued  at  $75.  After  taking  several 
ballots  the  jury  found  the  defendants  guilty 
on  this  count  and  sentence  of  1 year  in  the 
Illinois  State  Penitentiary  at  Joliet  was 
imposed. 

As  a result  of  this  abortive  attempt  to  steal 
it,  Abraham  Lincoln’s  body  began  a series  of 
secret  travels.  Fearful  for  its  safety,  the 
Lincoln  Monument  Association  moved  it  con- 
tinually  from  place  to  place,  some  17  times' 
in  all. 

Finally,  and  again  at  the  insistence  of 
Robert  Lincoln,  the  body  of  his  father  was 
embedded  permanently  in  a mass  of  steel  and 
cement  some  6 feet  beneath  the  fioor  of  the 
tomb.  The  casket  is  completely  surrounded 
by  this  impregnable  shell  and  will  in  all 
probability  remain  intact  for  ages  to  come. 

The  old  sarcophag"s  was  doomed  to  be  de- 
stroyed. Years  later,  when  the  present  con- 
struction of  Lincoln’s  Tomb  was  being  ef- 
fected, workmen  laboring  near  the  monument 
carelessly  cracked  the  priceless  slabs  which 
previously  housed  the  body  and  which  had 
been  pried  apart  by  the  thieves. 

Because  of  the  nature  of  the  crack  in  the 
original  sarcophagus,  a massive  brown  marble 
cenotaph  stands  today  in  the  interior  of  the 
tomb  as  a permanent  monument  to  a name 
which  will  never  cease  to  be  remembered. 
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